The Cat's-meat Shop

tin plate of cod's heads, and bits offish with the black skin cling-
ing to them for dainty.

At six o'clock in the morning, or late at night, this woman goes
to the slaughterhouse door, and to the fish stalls. She buys a few
pennyworth of offal and in the fish stalls, from long custom, is
allowed to look into the pails and buckets, hand picking what she
wants to take away with her. We have walked past her shop and
seen another woman, on her hands and knees, swabbing the soiled
floor. A thin woman dressed in black, whose face we did not see,
the servant or charwoman of the establishment, living, we might
think, on dregs of beer and cups of tea in the back room, for even
she could not eat the cooked meat on the counter. Whence comes,
then, the sporting atmosphere and the prints of boxers? It is a
mystery. Had the owner's husband been a pugilist? A butcher
whose hobby was blood sports? A slaughterman with strong arms
from wielding the pole-axe? Every butcher's shop has the butcher's
cat to it. And there is a cat in every fish shop. It was, perhaps, in
this way that she became familiar with cats. For it is cat's meat
more than dog's meat. And, to some persons it will be more un-
pleasant for that reason. It is the lean cat's meat shop; but that
does not explain the prints of boxers. No more, perhaps, than the
fantasy of a mind that could not write or read: the same spirit that
loves windowboxes and will grow red geraniums at a window in a
slum street; that would have pictures of the sea, on land, and, in a
cabin, pictures of the green fields and the harvest. Yet there must
be a more direct link than this. Is she a widow with an only son,
who died, and was a pugilist? Did the Tancy' set her up and buy
the cat's meat shop for her? And, at this moment, a slum woman
goes into the shop and comes out, after a time, with a penny
bundle wrapped in newspaper. She is taking home meat for her
cat. Twice a week she comes to buy it.

Now there is no one to whom the thought of a cat drinking
milk could be horrible; but it is different with meat. If a cat licks
your hand, is not your hair inclined to stand on end? Its tongue is
warm and prickly: you must look down to be sure of what is
happening. For it is something serpentine or reptilian. It is not
friendly, like a dog's tongue when it licks your face or hand. It is
unpleasant and insinuating: not warmblooded, neither hot not
cold, but apt to cause a shiver, indeed, intent on that, for it will
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